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authority is vitiated by an unacknowledged gap in the argument.
Luther set up a purely external authority in the form of the
Word of God. It was not purely external as far as he personally
was concerned. His own full submission to the Word of God took
place as a result of his experience of justification, which, as he held,
had been mediated to him by the Word of God; but at the time
of his submission his knowledge of the Scriptures was large
enough for him to be able to justify his submission on the grounds
of its established accuracy and consistency; and, what is far more
important, his submission did not mean the abnegation of the
right to investigate and even to criticize the Scriptures., as is shown
by the mental processes which led to the distinction between the
Scriptures and the Word of God, and by his writings about the
books of the Bible before and after that distinction had been made.
In other words, Luther himself maintained living contact with his
source of authoritative teaching, and in his submission to it there
was always present the element of active personal agreement with
what it had to say. But for Luther's followers the case was neces-
sarily different. They could not be, and were not, expected to
do anything more than submit to the Word of God, and its
authority for them was bound to be purely external. Luther and
his successors could have avoided the force of this objection by
encouraging and producing in all Lutherans that active co-
operation with the Word of God which their founder possessed.
But we do not find any trace of their having done so, and, as a
matter of history, the whole tendency in the post-Lutheran age
was much more in the direction of making the authority of the
Word even more external than Luther had left it.
These arguments, which lead us to reject the Lutheran idea of
authority as inadequate and untrue, do not involve the further
view that the whole concept of the authoritative Word of God is
worthless. We renounce the suggestion that the Word is identical
with certain selected writings, that it has spoken once and for all,
that its authority is purely external. We have met no reason for
refusing to believe that there is a Word of God, i.e. that there is an
absolute and objective truth, revealed wholly or partially by
God to men. If there is a Word of God in this sense, it is pre-
sumably authoritative. But we have yet to find this Word of God,
and we have seen reason to believe that when it is found its
authority will be internal as well as external, i.e. that it will de-
mand no blind submission, but the continued active, personal co-
operation of each individual, manifesting itself in renewed acts